CHAPTER   I

INTRODUCTION

The twelvemonth and a day being up

The dead began to speak:
'Oh who sits weeping on my grave

And will not let me sleep ?'

' Tis I, my love, sits on your grave

And will not let you sleep:
For I crave one kiss of your clay-cold lips,

And that is all I seek/

A CRITIC is a haunter of unquiet graves. He tries to evoke
the presence of a living art, but usually succeeds only in dis-
turbing the peace of the dead. The critics of the ballad are,
perhaps, the worst haunters of all: over a handful of simple
and splendid poetry they have heaped a great mound of
speculation and controversy. Instead of bringing the past to
life, they themselves have been stiffened by a cold hand.
They should have listened to the dead lover's warning:

*You crave one kiss of my clay-cold lips;

But my breath smells earthy strong;
If you have one kiss of my clay-cold lips,

Your time will not be long.'

What, then, is the excuse for yet another book on the
ballads ? It is that a short summary of a few of the things that
are known about them, one that is not too heavily laden
with theory, may be useful. What follows is offered as a guide
to a jungle territory: at most it may be able to point out
some of the main features of the landscape.

The word "ballad" can be used correctly of any narrative